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A     FICTION     ON    FACTS 


CHAPTER  I 

THERE  is  an  old  hymn  which  runs:  "God 
moves  in  a  mysterious  way,  His  wonders  to 
perform."   I  have  been  extremely  fortunate 
that  history  has  so  shaped  my  course  that  I  have 
been  able  at  times  to  get  my  mind  off  of  some  of 
political  Massachusetts'  spavined  servants  and  into 

happier  paths. 

*  *         * 

Late  at  night  on  a  day  not  far  past,  on  thirty 
minutes'  notice,  I  was  told  to  get  into  my 
wrapper  and  slippers.  An  ambulance  would  soon 
arrive  to  cart  me  off  to  a  local  hospital  in  my  own 
city  of  Boston.  It  has  established  a  high  reputa- 
tion, not  necessarily  for  bringing  cheer  to  its 
"inmates"  but  for  having  effected  a  cure,  in  some 
cases.  Nevertheless,  being  of  a  somewhat  human 
turn  of  mind,  it  was  not  an  experience  that  I  had 

sought. 

*  *         * 

There  is  one  distinct  divergence  between  the 
male  and  the  female  species,  that  the  latter  not 
only  does  not  shy  from  the  possibilities  of  a  surgical 
operation  but  actually  reaches  out  after  it.  After 
a  study  of  some  years  of  the  fair  sex,  I  have  made 
up  my  mind  that  they  are  never  so  happy  as  when 
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their  probosces  are  tucked  into  an  ether  cone. 
Some  of  them  even  save  up  their  spending  money 
with  the  hope  of  just  such  an  experience.  In  the 
case  of  the  women,  however,  there  is  a  double 
charge  for  an  anesthetic,  for  they  must  be  ether- 
ized, not  only  for  the  operation  but  also,  again,  to 
keep  them  from  talking  about  it.  Few  of  them  are 
ever  so  eloquent  as  when  they  are  describing  their 
operations.  I  may  be  in  the  same  unhappy  class. 


It  has  been  said  that  man  is  fearfully  and  won- 
derfully made.  Surgeons  are  never  so  happy  as 
when  near  the  music  of  the  grindstone.  And  they 
ought  to  fall  down  on  their  knees  and  thank 
Almighty  God  that  the  human  body  has  been 
fitted  out  pretty  much  with  duplicates.  While  a 
foot,  a  lung  or  something  else  may  be  taken  out, 
there  is  generally  enough  left  so  the  patient  sur- 
vives, and  pays  his  doctor's  bills,  perhaps. 


On  the  night  in  question,  the  ambulance  hav- 
ing arrived,  we  got  under  way.  But  the  remarkable 
fact  about  this  whole  experience  of  mine  is  that  I 
came  out  of  the  hospital  with  the  same  complete 
outfit  with  which  I  entered  it,  perhaps  making  a 
record  in  this  respect.  On  the  way  over  I  asked 
those  in  charge  of  my  horizontal  progress  how 
much  surgeon  fodder  they  had  picked  up  that  day. 
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They  remarked  with  a  good  deal  of  satisfaction,  for 
they  have  to  make  a  living:  "Seven."  In  a  human 
though  somewhat  natural  mood,  for  there  were  yet 
remaining  several  individuals  in  the  outside  world 
whom  I  had  to  get  even  with,  I  asked  how  many 
they  had  carried  back.  They  replied  with  the  same 
enthusiasm,  for  they  had  families  to  support,  that 
they  had  brought  home  only  one.  Incidentally,  I 
never  could  understand  why  you  are  run  into  an 
ambulance,  feet  first,  when  you  want  to  talk  with 
the  driver,  but  into  a  hearse,  head  first,  when  you 
can't.  We  wended  our  way  on,  with  the  chances 
seven  to  one  against  us. 

*  *         * 

We  arrived  at  the  shambles.  I  was  then  spread 
out  on  a  movable  truck.  A  very  kindly  woman, 
yet  one  who  had  to  live,  gazed  at  me  in  a  mood 
suggesting  that  there  might  yet  be  hope.  She  was 
glad  to  converse  with  me  as  long  as  I  was  painless 
enough  to  be  reasonably  lucid.  I  was  run  into  an 
elevator,  transported  up  five  stories  and  then 
trucked  into  what  was  to  be  my  headquarters. 
Apparently  there  was  no  escape,  for  I  had  not 
brought  because  of  a  hurried  departure  either  a 
pair  of  "pants,"  or  even  an  umbrella  with  which 
I  could  have  modestly  fled. 

*  *         * 

Arrived  in  the  room,  a  young  nurse  in  charge 
looked  me  over  with  such  a  touch  of  feminine  sym- 
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pathy  that  I  began  to  fear,  if  I  did  get  away  from 
her,  that  it  would  be,  not  perpendicularly  but  hori- 
zontally. Of  somewhat  nice  habits  for  years  past, 
and  somewhat  naturally,  I  asked  her  if  the  door  in 
the  wall  indicated  the  proximity  of  a  bathroom.  It 
was  apparent  from  her  determined  reply  that  she 
had  some  authority  in  the  premises,  for  she  said: 
"If  you  ever  get  out  of  that  bed,  it  will  be  either 
for  the  operating  room  or  for  a  return  to  your 
loved  ones  or  for  a  service  in  the  chapel  at  Mt. 
Auburn  Cemetery." 


I  crawled  into  a  bed,  the  most  uncomfortable 
one  that  I  had  ever  lain  in,  my  head  at  forty-five 
degrees  with  my  body  and  my  knees  at  forty-five 
degrees  with  my  feet.  Nevertheless  there  was  some 
propriety  in  the  situation,  as  I  lay  there,  in  that 
I  was  a  symbol  of  my  own  final  initial:  "W."  There 
was  a  tablet  on  the  wall  in  honor  of  someone.  I 
asked  the  nurse  where  he  had  gone  after  leaving 
the  hospital.  She  said  that  he  went  out,  horizon- 
tally. Funny,  whenever  you  ask  by  telephone  how 
a  patient  is  doing,  they  always  say:  "Finely," 
though  at  the  moment  he  is  being  carried  out  in  a 
basket,  the  chapter  closed. 


I   asked  her  if  I  went  through  an  operation 
without  an  anesthetic,  whether  there  would  be  any 
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credit  on  the  bill?  She  asked:  "Why?"  I  replied  that 
if  she'd  hold  my  hand  that  I  could  go  through  any- 
thing, that  they  could  take  everything  out  of  me. 
I  asked  her  if  she  were  married.  She  said:  "Yes," 
but  that  she  was  a  widow.  I  asked:  "Casket,  Reno 
or  grass?"  She  said  that  her  husband  had  been  an 
ardent  Episcopalian  but  that  he  was  hit  on  the 
head  and  killed  by  a  beer-bottle  thrown  on  one  of 
their  "quiet  days." 


She  said  that  she  would  not  leave  me  during 
the  night,  which  I  looked  upon  as  a  mixed  blessing. 
There  was  one  alleviating  feature  in  the  situation, 
however,  that  she  was  very  skillful  at  one  operation, 
and  that  is  with  a  hypodermic.  As  I  had  led  a  vir- 
tuous life,  this  was  a  new  article  of  furniture  in  my 
repertoire.  Thus  it  was  fairly  effective.  While  it 
did  not  bring  sleep,  it  brought  a  pretty  complete 
indifference  to  cares  which  had  looked  good  to  me 
in  my  outside  life.  I  even  remembered  the  Scrip- 
tural words:  "Love  thy  neighbor  as  thyself."  I 
forgot  that  I  had  another  "Weekly"  to  write  on 
one  of  my  tempting  targets. 


When  the  clock  marked  six  in  the  morning, 
however,  I  was  "dopey"  and  did  find  a  certain 
amount  of  sleep.  The  young  nurse  in  question  looked 
in  from  time  to  time  during  the  night,  with  some- 
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what  of  a  suggestion  of  that  satisfaction  with  which 
a  farmer  looks  into  a  coop  of  turkeys  that  are  being 
fattened  for  the  Thanksgiving  slaughter.  There 
would  be  one  advantage  in  a  hotel  run  like  a  hos- 
pital, and  a  good  deal  less  kicking,  if  they  ran  a 
hypodermic  needle  into  every  guest  that  registered. 


At  various  times  during  the  night,  I  was  asked 
by  this  young  woman  if  there  was  anything  that 
I  wanted  to  eat,  the  purpose  of  which  question  I 
could  not  understand.  I  had  supposed  that  I  was 
trucked  over  there  to  get  something  out  of  me  and 
not  to  get  something  into  me.  I  did  screw  up  cour- 
age enough,  however,  to  ask  what  they  were  going 
to  do  with  me,  and  when  they  were  going  to  do  it, 
if  they  did  do  it.  She  immediately  took  the  defen- 
sive, which  was  hardly  reassuring.  But  she  did  sit 
down  and  did  not  seem  to  resent  a  chat,  perhaps  in 
the  feeling  that  the  hospital  did  owe  me  some 
courtesies  for  what  I  was  going  to  do  for  it,  volun- 
tarily or  otherwise. 

*        *        * 

She  told  me  that  if  I  were  opened  up,  and  there 
were  several  parts  of  my  inside  furniture  that  I 
knew  that  they  coveted,  among  which  were  an 
appendix  and  a  gall-bladder,  that  Dr.  Ralph  Ross 
would  do  the  job.  She  added  that  he  was  a  young 
surgeon,  so  that  I  knew  that  he  was  looking  for 
business.  I  saw  that  she  sought  to  close  the  con- 
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versation,  for  she  gave  me  another  hypodermic,  the 
third  in  three  hours. 

*  *        * 

At  that  moment  a  truck  went  by  the  door.  I 
asked  her  what  was  happening.  She  said  that  some- 
body was  being  carried  from  the  operating  room. 
I  asked  her  if  it  was  somebody  or  something.  She 
was  a  fairly  honest  young  woman  and  so  admitted 
that  it  was  an  "it."  I  asked  her  what  the  trouble 
with  "it"  had  been  and  she  said:  "Appendicitis." 
I  inquired  who  had  operated  and  she  replied:  "Dr. 
Ross."  She  felt  perfectly  safe  in  this  reply.  She 
knew  that  she  had  this  one  bird  caged  and  that  I 
was  helpless,  having  been  indiscreet  enough  as  I 
have  intimated  to  come  away  without  my  "pants" 
or  even  an  umbrella. 

*  *        * 

When  I  had  come  out  of  that  cat-nap,  the  next 
day  at  8.30,  my  fair  young  hostess,  who  had  me  at 
such  a  disadvantage,  again  looked  into  my  cell.  It 
was  to  be  an  eventful  day  for  me.  I  had  come  out 
of  the  morphine.  I  asked  her  what  kind  of  a  day 
it  was.  She  replied,  with  the  hope  perhaps  of  bring- 
ing me  even  greater  peace  of  mind:  "It's  a  beautiful 
day,  perfect  for  an  operation." 


She  then  outlined  her  program  for  the  day.    I 
replied  if  she  had  the  first  instincts  of  a  lady,  that 
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she  would  resign.  Some  day  someone  will  incor- 
porate for  the  solace  of  patients,  the  S.  P.  M. 
M.  I.  H.,  the  Society  for  the  Protection  of  Modest 
Men  in  Hospitals.  For  the  dew  was  now  off  that 
rose.  When  I  came  to  go,  I  had  become  bold  and 
brazen.  The  free  and  casual  way  with  which  the 
hospital  had  dealt  with  all  the  intimacies  of  my  life 
was  breath-depriving.  I  had  struggled  at  first  to 
hang  on  to  a  shred  of  modesty,  but  it  was  an  unequal 
struggle  and  I  succumbed.  Here  endeth  Chapter 
One,  the  first  lesson. 
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CHAPTER  II 

WHILE  it  may  hurt  some  of  my  readers  to 
read  this  stuff,  they  may  be  very  sure  that 
it  hurt  me  more  to  live  it.   Now  that  the 
report  is  spread  about  that  I  am  fully  recovered,  I 
am  no  longer  receiving  flowers,  books,  cigars  and 
other  such  commodities  which  I  could  put  to  great 
use.  The  only  way  to  be  sure  of  being  remembered 
by  your  friends  is  to  hang  out  a  bulletin:  "Patient 

sinking." 

*        *        * 

This  treatise  is  not  written  with  the  hope  of 
dissuading  anyone  from  being  operated  on  in  a 
hospital.  For,  if  that  is  either  his  vocation  or 
avocation,  while  I  am  not  in  sympathy  with  any 
such  purpose,  that  is  his  hunt  and  not  mine. 
Further  than  all  this,  I  have  a  high  respect  for  the 
medical  fraternity,  that  is  when  they  are  operating 
on  others.  I  have  no  sympathy  with  that  individual 
who  was  heard  to  observe,  that  he  has  never  felt 
so  much  that  God  is  good  as  when  he  reads  in  the 
newspaper  that  a  doctor  or  an  undertaker  has  been 
hit  by  an  automobile.  Seriously,  those  physicians 
whose  first  purpose  is  to  alleviate  suffering  for  a 
decent  price  are  the  noblest  work  of  God. 


The  time  of  the  play  was  a  Friday  morning,  on 
the  thirteenth  day  of  the  month,  rather  an  unlucky 
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and  suggestive  combination  to  the  superstitious  for 
an  autopsy.  I  was  jacked  up  in  my  bed  at  the  hos- 
pital. The  jury  stood  at  the  foot  of  the  bed.  It  was 
made  up  of  four.  There  was  one  of  the  first  diag- 
nosticians of  the  town.  There  was  his  understudy, 
as  imperturbable  as  "the  Corsican."  There  were 
two  surgeons,  the  one  a  young  one  making  his  repu- 
tation, the  other  an  older  one  who  had  "arrived." 
The  diagnostician  who  had  brought  in  the  game 
said  that  the  patient  complained  whenever  anyone 
pressed  his  stomach. 


The  older  of  the  two  surgeons  evidently  was 
not  looking  for  business.  I  depended  on  him  to 
hang  the  jury.  He  then  said  that  he  was  once 
asked  in  the  middle  of  the  night  to  come  to  the 
house  of  a  father.  The  latter  complained  that 
whenever  he  pressed  his  baby's  stomach,  that  he 
screamed.  The  doctor  told  the  father  not  to  press 
his  baby's  stomach.  I  then  ventured  to  observe, 
for  I  felt  that  I  had  a  certain  place  in  their  delib- 
erations, that  I  would  admit  that  I  did  not  like  to 
have  the  nurses  rest  their  elbows  on  my  stomach 
when  they  were  looking  out  of  the  window. 


The  younger  of  the  two  surgeons  then  took  the 
older  aside.  He  asked  him,  and  I  could  not  help 
overhearing,  how  much  I  was  being  paid  for  my 
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"Weekly"  I  felt  that  the  situation  looked  brighter 
for  me.  They  were  wondering  whether  I  could 
respond  to  an  operation,  referring  not  to  my  heart 
but  to  my  pocketbook;  whether  I  was  close  enough 
to  F.  D.  R.  to  make  the  operation  pay.  They  then 
withdrew  for  a  conference  and  later  came  in  with 
a  verdict,  two  to  two,  tied  on  an  operation.  It  was 
a  close  call. 


They  had  taken  no  chances  with  my  case,  how- 
ever. With  the  same  broad  spirit  with  which  a 
district  attorney  draws  an  indictment,  I  had  been 
indicted  for  appendicitis,  ulcers  and  gall-bladder, 
so  that,  if  the  surgeons  slipped  up  on  the  appendix 
they  could  fall  back  on  the  other  spots.  It  was  then 
agreed  by  everyone,  that  is  except  me,  that  I 
should  be  held  as  a  suspicious  character  for  further 
observation,  and  experimentation  perhaps. 


Someone  was  looking  in  the  door,  all  the  time. 
First  it  was  the  barber.  I  submitted  to  his  opera- 
tion, willingly,  knowing  that  if  I  got  into  heaven 
it  would  be  only  on  a  close  shave.  Almost  every 
day  a  young  woman  came  into  my  room  for  a 
sample  of  my  blood.  She  took  it  out  of  an  ear,  a 
finger  or  an  arm.  She  was  quite  an  attractive  type 
of  vampire.  I  concluded  that  they  were  going  to 
submit  some  of  the  other  patients  to  a  transfusion 
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and  were  picking  up  the  blood  for  the  process,  in 
chapters,  though  I  might  pass  out  with  anemia. 


There  was  some  question  of  giving  me  a  stim- 
ulant. A  woman  once  replied  that  she  would  rather 
be  the  widow  of  a  prohibitionist  than  the  wife  of  a 
bibber.  I  was  subjected  to  the  intravenous  opera- 
tion, made  in  the  presence  of  many  appealing 
nurses,  those  madonnas  of  the  bed-pans.  A  quart 
of  water  is  absorbed  into  the  system  in  an  hour 
and  a  half  through  a  vein  in  the  arm.  Think  of  the 
liquor  a  man  could  get  away  with  in  this  way,  with 
his  mouth  open  also.  It's  often  said:  "Step  on  the 
gas."  I've  heard  of  a  game  played  in  some  hos- 
pitals: "Jump  on  the  bag."  The  patient  is  con- 
nected with  a  water-bag  by  the  subterranean  proc- 
ess. Then  the  nurses  cry:  "Jump  on  the  bag." 
Unless  the  patient  knows  enough  to  hold  his  mouth 
open,  his  midships  are  blown  off. 


I  was  X-rayed  a  number  of  times  on  the  first 
floor  of  the  hospital.  When  I  was  trucked  into  the 
elevator,  it  was  started  upward,  from  sheer  force 
of  habit,  but  I  said:  "Not  so  fast."  For  the  operat- 
ing room  is  at  the  top  of  the  hospital,  and  we 
turned  in  the  other  direction.  Men  find  their  avo- 
cations in  different  ways.  Some  like  to  hang  over 
a  trout  stream,  but  these  medicos  find  their  pleas- 
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ure  in  far  different  directions.  In  the  darkened 
X-ray  room  I  was  obliged  to  swallow  a  pint  of  what 
tasted  like  kerosene.  I  did  not  know  but  that  I 
would  then  be  asked  to  swallow  a  lighted  match, 
which  I  would  have  declined  to  do. 


I  was  then  spread  out  while  the  leeches  watched 
this  fluid  percolating  hither  and  thither  through 
my  intestines.  I  am  going  to  get  a  set  of  these 
pictures  to  send  out  at  Christmas  so  that  I  can  be 
recognized  by  the  medical  fraternity  if  by  no  one 
else.  At  the  end  of  all  these  experiments,  I  was 
given  a  clean  bill  of  health.  They  all  had  agreed 
on  what  was  not  the  matter  with  me  although  they 
were  not  so  sure  as  to  what  was.  And  yet  it  was 
also  agreed,  while  I  was  to  go  home,  that  another 
X-ray  was  to  be  taken,  "to  get  the  complete  story 
of  the  case,"  they  said,  perhaps  for  a  book  with 
illustrations. 


There  are  two  lines  of  thought  which  occupy 
the  mind  of  a  patient  in  a  hospital.  One  of  these 
is  whether  he  is  going  to  get  out  alive,  and  the 
other,  how  much  pain  is  involved  in  the  process. 
These  questions  must  be  determined  by  the  side- 
lights. The  fact  that  I  was  not  insured,  either  as  to 
life  or  disability,  led  me  to  be  downcast  over  my 
recovery.  On  the  other  hand,  that  I  had  not  bought 
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an  annuity  led  me  to  be  encouraged.  For  the  first 
thing  that  most  men  do,  after  buying  an  annuity, 
is  to  drop  dead,  while,  if  a  man  lives  on  the  prin- 
cipal of  his  property,  he  is  pretty  sure  to  live 

forever. 

*  *        * 

Again,  I  was  made  somewhat  fearful  by  a  char- 
acteristically kindly  call  from  the  Bishop  of  the 
Diocese,  the  head  of  the  hospital,  who  generously 
said  if  I  wanted  any  more  attention,  that  I  would 
get  it.  It  was  my  off-hand  feeling  at  the  time, 
that  I  wanted  less  rather  than  more  attention. 
Again,  I  was  somewhat  scared  by  the  solicitude  of 
my  friends.  The  attitude  of  your  family  is  a  pretty 
sure  steam  gauge  of  the  way  you  are  going.  If  a 
brother  whom  you  have  not  seen  in  years  looks  into 
the  sick  room  and  asks  if  it  wouldn't  be  better  to 
draw  down  a  window  shade,  to  protect  you  from 
the  setting  sun,  you  can  be  pretty  sure  that  you 
are  very  far  gone.  If  any  of  you  have  a  sensitive 
friend  in  a  hospital,  overwhelm  him  with  personal 
and  telephone  calls,  letters,  flowers  and  cigars,  and 
you  will  have  him  pretty  well  keyed  up.  These 
considerations  led  me  to  fear  that  the  "Weekly" 
was  permanently  discontinued. 

#  *         * 

And  now,  by  way  of  finale.  It  is  written  in  my 
revised  edition  of  the  Scriptures:  "It  is  easier  for 
a  camel  to  go  through  the  eye  of  a  needle  than  for 
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a  rich  man  to  get  out  of  a  hospital  without  an 
operation."  That  was  my  predicament,  the  sole 
owner  of  that  ceaseless  geyser  of  gold,  Washburti  s 
Weekly.  So  I  was  more  concerned  by  the  reputation 
of  a  swollen  pocketbook  than  by  the  suspicion  of 
a  swollen  appendix.  And  yet  here  I  am,  with  as 
complete  an  outfit  as  when  I  went  into  that 
retreat,  some  record. 


I  was  carried  home  in  the  motor  of  a  doctor, 
the  first  time  that  I  was  ever  sure  that  I  was  get- 
ting anything  out  of  a  doctor.  My  remains  are 
now  in  the  care  of  other  skillful,  loyal  and  unpassed 
Aesculapians.  Yet  such  an  experience  as  mine 
gives  one  a  new  and  impelling  purpose,  and  that 
is  to  pay  his  doctors'  bills,  if  he  can.  That  was  my 
purpose.  It  eventuated.  It  was  a  costly  experi- 
ence, but  my  loyal  consort  evidently  preferred  to 
be  an  insolvent  wife  rather  than  a  solvent  widow. 
Loyalty  is  a  great  virtue,  one  of  hers.  Here  endeth 
the  second  lesson. 
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